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Abstract

This article analyzes the complex challenge of institutionalizing revolutionary discourse
within the bureaucratic organizational culture governing the foreign policy of the Islamic
Republic of Iran (1979-2025). The central research problem investigates the paradox of how a
political system founded on revolutionary values pursues its objectives through structures
inherently inclined towards standardization, pragmatism, and conservatism. The primary aim
Is a critical analysis to explain the mechanisms through which bureaucratic culture impacts
the realization of foreign policy goals. Utilizing a qualitative, analytical-interpretive approach,
this study is grounded in a hybrid theoretical framework integrating organizational culture
theory, the bureaucratic politics model, and constructivism. Key findings reveal that
bureaucratic culture functions not as an adversarial force, but as a powerful mediating
variable that channels and manages the revolutionary discourse. Mechanisms such as the
plurality of power centers, complex inter-institutional bargaining, and the institutionalized
principle of 'expediency' (Maslahat) prevent the raw translation of ideology into policy,
transforming it into viable diplomatic strategies. The core conclusion is that bureaucracy plays
a dual, paradoxical role: it ensures the system's survival by containing ideological
maximalism while simultaneously becoming the strategic tool for the operationalization and
endurance of that same revolutionary discourse in the real world, thus systemically explaining
the gap between rhetoric and practice.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The foreign policy of the Islamic Republic of Iran is defined by a central paradox: the
persistent tension between its revolutionary, value-driven discourse and the pragmatic
necessities of operating within a state-centric international system. This research investigates
how Iran’s bureaucratic organizational culture mediates this inherent conflict, acting as the
"black box" that translates revolutionary ideals into state action. The central problem is to
pathologize the mechanisms through which a political system founded on revolutionary
values pursues its objectives through structures inherently inclined towards standardization,
conservatism, and instrumental rationality. Prevailing analyses are often caught in a simplistic
"ideology versus pragmatism™ binary, merely describing contradictions without explaining
their systemic origins. This study moves beyond that static dichotomy, arguing that
bureaucratic culture is not merely a constraint but a complex and dynamic variable that
actively shapes, translates, and ultimately enables the long-term survival of the revolutionary
discourse itself by embedding it within a stable, predictable institutional framework.

Methodology

Grounded in a qualitative paradigm, this study employs an analytical-interpretive strategy to
achieve a deep and textured understanding of the research problem. Data was gathered
through a systematic documentary and library review of scholarly literature, official policy
documents, memoirs of diplomats, and historical analyses. The analysis involved synthesizing
key themes within a hybrid theoretical framework that integrates insights from Organizational
Culture Theory (Schein), which illuminates the unspoken norms governing institutional
behavior; the Bureaucratic Politics Model (Allison), which explains policy as a product of
inter-agency competition; and Constructivism (Wendt), which clarifies how identity and
interests are shaped through social interaction. This integrated approach allows for a multi-
layered explanation of how internal structures, power dynamics, and normative pressures
collectively produce Iran's foreign policy outputs.

Results and discussion

The core finding is that bureaucracy in Iran plays a paradoxical dual role: it both constrains
and enables revolutionary foreign policy. Historically, the routinization of charisma has
embedded an organizational culture that prioritizes stability and risk-aversion over
revolutionary fervor. This process tempers ideological maximalism by subjecting abstract
goals to the logic of standard operating procedures (SOPs), budgetary realities, and long-term
planning. This creates a systemic and observable gap between revolutionary rhetoric and
pragmatic state action, which is managed through three key, interconnected mechanisms.
First, a plurality of power centers creates a landscape of constant bureaucratic bargaining.
This is not just a power struggle, but a clash of distinct organizational cultures. For instance,
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, with its diplomatic and legalistic culture, often finds its
preferences competing with those of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), which
operates with a security-driven, operational focus. This dynamic, as predicted by the
Bureaucratic Politics Model, ensures that final policy is a negotiated political compromise
reflecting diverse institutional interests, rather than a monolithic ideological directive.

Second, the principle of Maslahat (expediency) is institutionalized as a legitimate and
powerful tool to prioritize systemic survival over ideological rigidity. This concept provides
decision-makers with a sanctioned, top-down rationale for pragmatic shifts, allowing the state
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to adapt to internal and external pressures without formally abandoning its revolutionary
principles. It acts as the ultimate conflict-resolution mechanism, legitimizing pragmatic
choices that emerge from the bureaucratic bargaining process.

Third, the professional socialization of diplomats and the necessity of engaging with the
international system compel the "translation™ of revolutionary discourse into the conventional
language of global diplomacy. In a constructivist sense, continuous interaction with
international norms and protocols shapes the identity and behavior of Iran's diplomatic corps,
fostering a culture of caution, negotiation, and compromise. This professional culture acts as
an additional, powerful filter on the raw translation of ideology into policy.

Together, these mechanisms facilitate a strategic constructive ambiguity. This allows the
Iranian state to maintain its revolutionary legitimacy for domestic and regional audiences
while simultaneously pursuing pragmatic, interest-based policies on the global stage. The
bureaucracy is thus not the revolution's "iron cage,” but the very enabler of its endurance,
channeling its ideological energy into sustainable, long-term strategies.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this research demonstrates that Iran's bureaucratic culture is not an obstacle to
its revolutionary discourse but the core mechanism for its management and long-term
survival. It functions as a sophisticated system that moderates ideological impulses to ensure
state survival while providing the structures necessary for the sustained, operational pursuit of
revolutionary ideals. The resulting gap between rhetoric and action is not a contradiction but a
calculated feature of a resilient foreign policy designed to maximize diplomatic
maneuverability. By domesticating the revolution for the international stage, the bureaucracy
has become the indispensable architect of the revolutionary state's persistence in the modern
world, ensuring its continuity as a unique and influential actor.
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